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The Premier’s Teacher Scholarships program – an initiative of the NSW Premier’s Department and administered by the NSW Department of Education – provides funding for a 5-week study tour to explore best practice in a recipient’s chosen focus area. The program aims to deliver outcomes for recipients, students, teacher colleagues and school communities. 
This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It captures the highlights of the many observations and learnings gained, which are to be further shared through future educational opportunities. The report is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.
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Introduction
Concern has been expressed by institutions and commentators that the study of Economics in Australia, both as a Year 12 subject and at university, has declined over time and that our society is poorer for it (Dwyer 2017 & 2024, Chow 2025, Martin & Foster 2021). 
Previous research in this area from the Reserve Bank of Australia has found that Economics is even less prevalent in less advantaged schools, in schools outside metropolitan areas, and as a choice for female students (Brennan 2023, Dwyer 2022e). In 2024, only 7.1% of the total students completing the New South Wales Higher School Certificate (HSC) were studying Economics. Of these, there were 4,878 Year 12 Economics students in the Greater Sydney Area and 661 across the rest of NSW (NESA 2024).
Focus of Study
The focus of this study was to identify the barriers facing Economics teachers outside metropolitan areas in New South Wales (NSW) and to identify strategies to increase the number of regional and rural students studying Economics.
Site visits and interviews were undertaken with Economics teachers and students at 12 regional/rural schools in both government and non-government sectors and across three NSW geographical areas, namely the North-West, Riverina and Illawarra, where Economics was currently running. For comparison, 3 non-government schools in inner metropolitan Sydney were visited. Economics is offered every year in these schools, and students consistently achieve in the top 10% in Economics in the HSC. 
Significant Learning
Barriers to teaching Economics in regional / rural areas
1. Smaller student numbers
All the regional schools visited had only one Economics class running, ranging from 4 – 14 students. Having a smaller senior student cohort from which to draw limits the number of HSC classes that can be run in a school due to finances, subject lines and teacher numbers. Therefore, Economics does not run every year at some schools.
‘We can only offer so many senior classes, and others like Business Studies are more popular.’ – Head Teacher non-government school, Riverina
Subject selection is driven by the popularity of courses, and there is a lot of competition from other subjects that attract larger numbers. For example, in the schools visited, there was at least one, but usually two, larger Business Studies classes. 
‘When starting out I needed more guidance on what content to prioritise as there is a lot to cover’ – Economics teacher non-government school, North-West, 25 years experience.

‘A challenge of teaching Economics is the breadth of the syllabus which covers many complex areas. In a busy school environment with competing demands, detailed delivery and deep learning can be compromised.’ – Head Teacher, government school, Illawarra
Teachers were often the only teacher in the school teaching Economics and expressed a desire to have more access to other experienced Economics teachers. Due to the dense syllabus content and the time constraints of assessments, reporting and other timetabled commitments, they were seeking advice on what content to prioritise and what was less important. 
Distance and online options to allow individual students access to Economics study. These include The Aurora School for students enrolled in NSW government schools classified as rural or remote. The HSC Economics course is available through Aurora online, however, of the 5 eligible schools, no schools in this study had used this option, preferring to run it in-house when possible.
Camden Haven Distance Education is available to government and non-government schools. Half of the schools visited had used it and were positive about its availability. However, they felt students missed out on the exchange of ideas and relationships formed in an actual class with their peers, and that to succeed at this type of study, a student needed to be self-motivated and disciplined.
‘Isn’t Aurora just for gifted students?’ – Teacher government school, Illawarra.
‘We see Distance Ed as a last resort and only for very keen students.’ – Teacher non-government school, North-West
2. Ability to develop specialisation 
Economics teachers teach a range of Human Society and Its Environment (HSIE) subjects and recognise that Economics requires specialisation. However, with workload, assessments and reporting deadlines, they felt they were unable to devote the time necessary for excellence.
An Economics class may not run every year at a school. When teachers are unable to teach Economics on a regular basis, this impacts their development of specialisation and expertise.
‘If possible, having two teachers regularly alternating between year 11 and year 12 works best for sharing knowledge and building expertise.’ – Head Teacher, non-government school, North-West, 35 years experience
‘It’s easier for a teacher to switch to Business Studies than it is for an inexperienced or untrained teacher to pick up Economics.’ – Head Teacher, government school, North-West, 20 years experience
HSIE teachers are expected to teach a variety of subjects. As well as Economics, a teacher in a regional/rural high school is typically teaching a combination of years 7-10 History and/or Geography and/or Commerce, and often other Stage 6 subjects of History, Geography, Business or Legal Studies. Some may even be teaching science or mathematics due to reduced teacher availability. They may not have a Head Teacher or other colleagues trained in Economics. 
This is in stark contrast to larger metropolitan schools that reliably have many large Economics classes and specialist supervisors. One Sydney Non-Government school had a quarter of their 400 Year 12 students studying Economics. They had a specialist Economics/Business/Legal department running six year 11 and 12 Economics classes, with a dedicated Economics co-ordinator, and two of the five Economics teachers taught only Economics. Other Economics teachers were all senior teachers, one from the mathematics faculty.
There was a recognition of the usefulness of the Reserve Bank online resources to keep abreast of current indicators and issues. Teachers sought the provision of more worked exam examples (past HSC but also Trial papers), especially multiple-choice and short-answer calculations to reduce their preparation time. NESA produces the Worked HSC Solutions Economics Exam Workbook, but not all are available, and the last issued was the 2020 HSC. 
Several teachers have retrained from industry. One had been an accountant and found the expertise assisted in their teaching, particularly double-entry bookkeeping to explain concepts like the current account. There were also a pharmacist and a Department of Agriculture economist, who both had applied their real-life experiences of tariffs, subsidies, supply and demand to the classroom.
‘I dislike explaining the Balance of Payments most.’ – commented every regional teacher interviewed
3. Limited face-to-face professional development opportunities
Teachers outside metropolitan centres have the added time and expense of travel and accommodation to attend face-to-face training and development. As a result, access to these experiences is often limited. While teachers expressed appreciation for online resources, there was acknowledgement that face-to-face networking, meeting and learning was superior. 
Resources identified as most useful were the Facebook pages of groups like Commerce, Economics, Business & Legal Studies Teachers Online Australia especially to get help with answering multiple choice exam questions. The Reserve Bank of Australia Education website was used for its video updates and explainers of current statistics and trends. The online resources from the Economic & Business Educators, particularly those targeted at teachers new to Economics were also praised. 
Despite wishing to have support from other teachers, many were not aware of who the other Economics teachers were or what schools were running Economics within their town, neighbouring centres or regional area. Teachers shared that they often found themselves working independently. 
‘We operate in silos.’ – Economics teacher non-government school, Riverina
‘I would like guidance on structuring effective economic assessments – what do other schools do?’’ – Economics teacher non-government school, North-West
‘Some of those multiple-choice questions are tricky, but I have no one nearby to quickly ask.’ – Economics teacher non-government school, Illawarra
‘I lose confidence when I can’t quickly solve a problem – is it just me?’ – Economics teacher government school, North-West
4. Student work ethic
Teachers commented on the perceived lack of student work ethic amongst their students that contributed to their decision not to choose Economics. Many had observed a difference since COVID in student attitudes and behaviour. 
This is supported in the 2024 Navitas Post Pandemic Classroom Report which found evidence of decreasing student engagement and shifting attitudes towards learning post COVID across the globe, including Australia (Navitas 2024, Hudgens 2024).
Coupled with the impact of mobile devices and social media, teachers have witnessed the inability of some students to concentrate, self-regulate and put aside their need for immediate gratification. Research supports their classroom experiences that exposure to excessive screen time in children can be associated with attention problems and difficulty with problem-solving (Santos et.al 2022.) 
‘Economics requires a significant investment of time to master, and fostering this level of commitment can be challenging for students.’ – Economics Teacher, Government School Illawarra
Subjects like Economics that require effort to read and learn unfamiliar terminology, interpret data and apply new complex concepts are not considered to be worth the effort as some students seek an easier path through the HSC. A number of students drop out before year 12. In 2023, 990 students outside Greater Sydney began Economics in year 11, but only 661 sat the 2024 Economics HSC exam (NESA 2024).
‘Students come into Year 11 with little background and there is no economic history in the current senior syllabus.’ – Head Teacher, Non-Government School, North-West, 35 years experience.
‘There is too much content in Year 11, I have to skate over some big concepts.’ – Economics Teacher, Government School Illawarra.
‘The amount of content, especially in Year 11 means many students don’t really master a concept before we have to move onto the next.’ – Economics Teacher, Non-Government School Riverina.
5. Student literacy & numeracy levels
Without either the literacy or numeracy skills required to perform well at Economics, this further limits the possibility of forming a class. Recent media debate has focused on the amount of mathematics in the Economics syllabus (Gittens 2025, Holden 2025, Roskam 2025, Muroi 2025). 
Teachers interviewed for this project said they were comfortable with the mathematics required, suggesting it was at lower secondary level, but admitted that students often had difficulty with it. In particular, ‘maths anxiety’ was seen as a barrier to some students performing mathematical calculations in exam conditions or even attempting Economics in the first place. The Victorian government toolkit assists in identifying maths anxiety and includes activities to reduce the negative impacts on performance and learning (Buckley 2020).
‘Schools often guide students towards Business Studies because it requires lower level of literacy and numeracy, making it more accessible. Economics, by contrast, is conceptually more demanding.’ – Head Teacher, Government School Illawarra, 20 years experience.
‘When marketing Economics to students, we avoid emphasising the maths in the course as it can be a significant deterrent.’ – Economics Teacher, Non-Government School, Illawarra 10 years experience.
‘Our kids haven’t got the literacy or numeracy skills; they would be crushed.’ – Teacher Central School North-West.
6. Student Perceptions of Success (HSC Bands v ATAR)
A school’s performance is often closely associated with its HSC results. This can lead to a sense of competition among top-performing schools across the state, among high-achieving students, between public and private education sectors, as well as between schools within the same geographical region or regional town. In smaller communities, the need to attract and retain students to sustain the school’s viability can be particularly challenging.
This is one explanation as to why even though regional teachers express a desire for more contact with other Economics teachers, many do not ever contact or share information between schools, and are unaware of the location or name of Economics teachers nearby. This was particularly evident between the public & private schools in regional areas.
‘I’m not sure which schools are even running Economics in this town.’ – Economics Teacher, Non-Government School Riverina.
Concern over a lack of student work ethic is also linked to students choosing subjects they believe they don’t have to work as hard at to maximise their HSC marks. Thus, there is always at least one Business Studies class in a regional school, but not always an Economics class, as Business Studies is seen as the easier option. 
‘Some students perceive Economics as a more challenging subject that requires significant effort, leading them to opt for an easier path through the HSC.’ – Head Teacher, Government School, Illawarra.
The NESA Distinguished Achievers List is based on students who receive 1 or more of the highest Band (Band 6), and the HSC All-Round Achievers are those who received a Band 6 in all of 10 units or more. These lists are published in the media and promoted by schools. Yet the achievement of a HSC Band 6 (90+) is easier in some subjects than others. This was noted in the 2025 Catholic Schools Issues Brief on the NSW HSC in that the current system of awards can disincentivise enrolment in subjects with difficulty in achieving top bands. They recommend a combination of a recognition for high-scaled marks (as found in the Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank) with top band recognition (HSC Band 6) to make awards fairer. 
As Economics routinely translates from the HSC Bands to a higher ATAR mark (as seen in analysis by Graham Wright NSW HSC Discussion Group), adoption of this recommendation may encourage more students to take Economics as a subject.
7. Students don’t understand what Economics is about
‘This is not an affluent area, so while cost of living is an issue, economic theory is not discussed around the dinner table at home.’ – Economics Teacher, Government School, Illawarra.
Often, students were not exposed to economic concepts at home and are not familiar with economic language. Suggested reasons for this were:
the number of students from lower socio-economic groups
the number of students whose parents did not have economic education themselves
lower number/visibility of occupations or community members in regional/rural townships that are working in Economics
the low level of understanding of civics and citizenship amongst Australian students (ACARA 2024). 
An understanding of political processes can assist in making the link between economic theory and political ideology and the real-world choices governments make in managing economies. 


8. Uncertainty about the relevance of Economics in employment
Regional students demonstrated uncertainty about Economics leading to future employment. In contrast, metropolitan students in higher socio-economic areas were able to name a range of jobs, often referring to the occupation of their parents like Stockbroker, Investment Banker, Actuary, Environmental Consultant, Urban Planner, Politician. Regional students typically answered Economist or Economics teacher.
Strategies for regional/rural schools to overcome barriers
There are some challenges mentioned above that teachers have little control over. The following are suggestions that individual teachers and schools can implement to encourage students to study Economics.
1. Importance of commerce
75% of Economics students in the regional schools visited had studied commerce. This popular elective course runs in most schools, often with several classes. In 2024, there were 23,074 students in NSW studying the 200-hour commerce course, of which 3,595 were outside the Greater Sydney area. 
Commerce can help students gain an understanding of what Economics is. It can also assist in overcoming the fear in students that they cannot do the mathematics required or that the concepts are too complex. Studies have found that early exposure to Economics in Years 9 and 10 (either through commerce or other related subjects) is a key driver of the choice to select Economics in Years 11 and 12 (Parsons & You 2024)
Teachers can do the following:
use Commerce for marketing Economics and ensure scope and sequence allows for economic units to be taught in Year 10 close to subject selection.
use an Economics teacher in preparation of commerce units and where possible get that Economics teacher, Head or Senior teacher to teach it. Particularly the Economics units and but also to identify connections to Economics throughout all topics.
show the synergy between Economics, Business, politics and the law and other cross curricular links in Mathematics and Agriculture.
teach the syllabus option ‘Our Economy’. Focus on a current economic issue complete with literacy and numeracy activities or develop a school-based option where students work on solving an economic problem.  
work with mathematics teachers (7-10) to see how they teach mathematical skills like percentages, algebra, linear plane and link to economic or financial issues.
view the new Commerce syllabus (to be implemented in 2027) as an opportunity to revisit how Commerce is taught at a school. 
2. Start familiarisation with economic terms early
‘There is way too much new content to get through in Year 11’ – A common comment made by regional Economics teachers.
‘Economics is the study of how we use stuff.’ – Head Teacher, Non-Government School, North-West, 20 years experience
If students are regularly exposed to the language of Economics, their understanding and confidence should increase. Teachers advise that year 11 students are often overwhelmed by the amount of new content. 
The opportunity to raise awareness of economic terms and concepts exists across the HSIE faculty, not only in Commerce. If the HSIE faculty takes a cross-curricular approach with all teachers identifying specific economic terms from years 7-10 in Geography and History, this will build familiarity for senior school. There is opportunity for this in planning for the 2027 implementation of these new syllabi. 
For example, Stage 4 Geography Topic Water in the World includes the economic value of water and the impacts of water scarcity. This topic provides teachers with an opportunity to define Economics, the problem of scarcity of resources and the impacts on consumers, firms and government.
‘Students access news in many different ways these days, it’s no longer newspapers or the six o’clock news.’ – Teacher, Non-Government School, Illawarra
Get students accessing the news early. Identify a range of reliable sources and discuss media bias. 
3. Teach teachers how to teach students to think critically
HSIE teachers may benefit from specific training in how to explicitly teach critical thinking in the classroom. The earlier this is successfully introduced and practised, the more likely students will be able to manage the complexity of the Economics course.
4. Involve careers advisors
Like students, some Careers Advisors are unclear about employment options for those studying Economics. Career Advisors need to be directed to specific resources that are not just a job title, noting many jobs that come from Economics training involve solving social and global problems. They should also be encouraged to explore their local community, government and businesses to showcase those using Economics in their employment. 
5. Create informal regional Economics teacher networks
‘Mentoring from experienced Economics teachers has been invaluable in building my confidence and expertise.’ – Economics Teacher, Government School, North-West, 3 years Economics teaching experience
‘I have had to rely on myself – in a regional centre it is often difficult to get additional support.’ –  Economics Teacher, Non-Government School, North-West, 8 years Economics teaching experience.
‘We have a university in town - we could use them more.’ – Head Teacher, Economics, Non-Government School, Riverina
Establishing informal regional teacher networks may support Economics teachers who sometimes experience feelings of isolation. This could be a group of teachers within a large regional centre or across schools in a close geographical area. Social events and meetings can help build connections and provide opportunities for teachers to find out who has marked HSC exams or has ideas for explaining the Balance of Payments. This group would include both government and non-government teachers to encourage knowledge sharing and mutual support.
Those with regional universities could invite researchers or lecturers to speak to the group of passionate economists. Teachers could also seek out experts in the local community for their own professional development - accountants for double entry bookkeeping or business leaders for the regional economic outlook.
The NSW Department of Education has formal Curriculum Networks, but much smaller informal groups are envisaged, including teachers from all sectors, focused solely on Economics. 
Teachers in rural government schools who need support can also access The Rural Learning Exchange. Support for rural teachers in government schools who otherwise do not have access to a large subject faculty. The program connects rural teachers with experienced subject specialists who bring small year 11 and 12 classes together for weekly online lessons. Unfortunately, while Business Studies is offered, Economics is not yet available through this program.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Regional and rural schools may not have the student numbers or resources to mirror the larger specialised Economic teaching programs of metropolitan schools, however, they can increase the confidence, understanding and reduce the fear of Economics in their students by taking a more holistic approach within their HSIE faculty. 
The importance of Commerce in recruiting students into Economics should not be understated and planning for the 2027 syllabus is an opportunity to introduce Stage 6 Economic concepts, and Civics and Citizenship Education also builds a foundation for better economic understanding.
New syllabi for years 7-10 Geography and History provide an opportunity to proactively incorporate exposure to economic terminology. Combined with effective teaching of critical thinking, students will become clearer and more confident in what Economics is. 
HSIE teachers are encouraged to seek out training and development in this area to build critical thinkers in junior years capable of managing senior subjects like Economics.
Economics teachers who find themselves working in isolation should reach out to other passionate individuals nearby. Regional and rural teachers could work together to lift the standard of Economic education for their students and increase the diversity of views and contributions to Australian economic debate.
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